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Zinoviev: Comrades, | hope that the conditions under which 
workers’ and soldiers’ councils can be created are known to 
you all, and | permit myself to express the hope that, by 
way of an exception, we may be even able to accept these 
theses without discussion, since we have been able to 
establish from discussions with various delegates that 
unanimity exists on this question. The point about these 
theses is that we must tell all our comrades that soviets can 
and should only be created when the historical conditions 
for them are present. Artificial creations which compromise 
the idea of soviets should not be created. 

We all know that the idea of soviets has won the support 
of the whole working class of Europe and perhaps of the 
whole world. The working class has grasped that in the next 
historical period political life will run its course in the form of 
soviets. It is very fortunate for the Communist International 
that these ideas have laid hold of the masses, for since 
these ideas have become the ideas of the masses of 
workers they have contained enormous strength. Now, 
however, we see that in various countries impotent groups 
are forming soviets, precisely in places where all the 
historical conditions for them are lacking. That was the case 
in France and also in other countries. We want now, on 
behalf of the whole Congress, to point out to the working 
class throughout the world that one must always carry out 
propaganda for soviets, that the time is always ripe for this 
propaganda. The historical conditions, however, for the 
formation of soviets are unfortunately not present 
everywhere and at every time. 

In my theses | briefly trace the history of this new idea. 

The idea of workers’ councils was born, as you all know 
very well, in the year 1905, so it is only fifteen years old. In 


1905, during the first Russian Revolution, the Petrograd 
Soviet was created as the first temporary structure and its 
history shows us that special historical conditions are 
necessary for soviets. The soviets of 1905 were immediately 
destroyed. They died after Tsarism had won the victory over 
the revolution. When it became apparent that the 
revolutionary flood had given way to an ebb it was clear 
that the soviets could no longer survive. 

Even then the clever idea was expressed, which nowadays 
is defended by the Mensheviks and the right-wing 
Independents, that the soviets are merely’ class 
organizations but cannot form state organizations. Soviets 
should operate as a class organization of the proletariat, but 
not as a state organization; that is what Kautsky and many 
of his supporters spread during the German Revolution. The 
history of the last fifteen years has shown that the soviets 
only have significance when they are not simply everyday 
class organizations like the trade unions but when they 
become state organizations, a form of the proletarian 
dictatorship. This is shown by our first Russian Revolution, 
the first period of our new revolution, the first eight historic 
months of the Kerensky government and also the history of 
the German and Austrian Revolutions, but particularly the 
German Revolution. 

When, in November 1918, the working class in Germany 
won a victory, the workers’ and soldiers’ councils arose 
spontaneously. But when the Social Democracy betrayed 
the cause of the working class and the bourgeoisie together 
with counter-revolutionary Social Democrats defeated the 
workers, the soviets immediately began to die out. The 
soviets showed their last spark of life during the days of the 
Kapp Putsch!. That is only a very short historical episode, 
but the fate of the soviets is reflected here as in a tiny drop 
of water. When the workers were on the road to victory the 
soviets, once more, showed a tendency to revive. But when 
the booted foot of reaction was victorious, the soviets 


immediately died out. This latest episode shows us that the 
Soviets only have significance when they are really 
sustained by a big mass movement which is on the road to 
transforming the soviets into state power. 

In the beginning of 1917, when we were still in exile, when 
the revolutionary movement in Russia was already at a high 
point and our comrades had already begun to form councils 
of workers’ deputies, we told our comrades from abroad that 
this idea could not survive. We should carry out propaganda 
for the idea of soviets, but the slogan of the formation of 
soviets should only be issued when we are convinced that 
the pre-conditions are there, that the masses themselves 
are in favor and that they will fight for this cause. 

Therefore we are against those attempts that our 
comrades are now making in France, where they are 
forming small groups and giving out a paper where they 
emerge as a soviet in name of some hundred members and 
pretend that this is a soviet movement. 

| have read many of our Swiss comrades’ leaflets in the 
election campaign in Switzerland. While everybody is going 
to the elections, our Party comes along with the slogan: “We 
demand soviets”. Here therefore soviets are being 
demanded of the bourgeoisie, of the government. But one 
does not demand soviets, one forms them where the 
working class is ready to carry out a revolution. Is it 
communist to raise such a demand? One must organize the 
working class, stir it up, prepare it and then when the 
moment has come, one does not need to demand. 

That is why | think that now the moment has come when 
the question of the struggle for power and the revolution 
becomes acute, and when the idea of soviets has won over 
the working class in the various countries, it can no longer 
be a question for the Communist International as it still was 
for the First and Second Internationals, of popularizing this 
idea. That has already been done. The idea is popular 
enough. The question now is something much bigger. The 


question now is to hammer home to the working class 
throughout the world what conditions are necessary in order 
to form soviets. That is the second step that we must take. 

The theses have the purpose of forming a basis for that. 
We should tell the working class clearly under what 
conditions we can, and must, form such soviets, for if we 
form artificial soviets we will serve only the opponents of 
this idea. We will be laughed to scorn as has already 
happened in many countries. In this case we _ could 
compromise this great idea. We should not play with words. 
We should clearly show the working class the way and 
explain to it under what conditions soviets can be formed. 

We have tried in these theses to analyze the experiences 
of various parties. The position in Austria is somewhat 
peculiar, more or less as it was here during the first period 
of Kerensky’s government. There is quite a strong workers’ 
council there. The social patriots and the Centre have the 
majority in it. The Communists are in the minority but are 
growing daily. The soviets represent a certain force there 
rivals of the legitimate government of Messrs. Renner and 
company The soviets are a sort of rival government in a 
different historical situation. We had the same thing in this 
country during the first eight months of the revolution. Such 
a movement is serious and our comrades must participate 
in it. They must fight for power within the soviets and 
attempt to make their influence felt there. 

There is another example in Germany where there are 
soviets. A number of good and bad books about the soviet 
system have been written there. Our German comrades are 
always going on about the “system”. Well, they have one 
but they haven’t got any soviets. We could wish that they 
had a worse system but better soviets. All plans to adapt 
the soviet system to the bourgeois, social-democratic, 
counter-revolutionary republic are artificial and therefore 
they often act, taken objectively, in a counter-revolutionary 


way for the working class are not told under what conditions 
alone it is possible to set up soviets. 

In the theses we have tried to take up the experiences in 
Germany and of course above all experiences in Russia 
where the idea of soviets was born. On the basis of these 
examples of the Russian Revolution of 1917, of the two 
revolutions of 1918 in Germany and in Austria we want to 
show the working class under what conditions we can build 
soviets. 

| am convinced that the Second Congress of the 
Communist International will be the precursor of an 
International Congress of Soviet Republics. Those of us who 
are not yet too old will live to see the day where we have 
such an International Congress of Soviet Republics. But in 
order to bring this about faster we must clearly see the way, 
keep the idea pure and pose concretely to the working class 
by what paths we can really arrive at an International Soviet 
Republic. 


Theses on the Conditions Under Which Workers’ 
Soviets May Be Formed 


1. The Soviets of Workers’ Deputies appeared for the first 
time in Russia in 1905, at a time when the revolutionary 
movement of Russian workers was at its height. Already in 
1905, the Petrograd Soviet of Workers’ Deputies was taking 
the first instinctive steps towards the seizure of power. And 
at that time the Petrograd Soviet was strong only in so far 
as it had a chance of acquiring political power. As soon as 
the imperial counter-revolution rallied its forces and the 
labour movement slackened, the Soviet, after a short period 
of stagnation, ceased to exist. 

2. When in 1916, at the beginning of a new strong 
revolutionary wave, the idea began to awaken in Russia of 
the immediate organization of Soviets of Workers’ Deputies, 
the Bolshevik Party warned the workers against the 
immediate formation of Soviets, and pointed out that such a 
formation would be well-timed only at the moment when the 
revolution was already beginning, and when the time had 
come for a direct struggle for power. 

3. At the beginning of the February revolution of 1917, 
when the Soviets of Workers’ Deputies were transformed 
into Soviets of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, they drew 
into the sphere of their influence the widest circles of the 
masses, and at once acquired a tremendous authority, 
because the real force was on their side, in their hands. But 
when the liberal bourgeoisie recovered from the suddenness 
of the first revolutionary blows, and when the social traitors, 
the Socialist-Revolutionaries and the Mensheviks, helped 
the Russian bourgeoisie to take the power into its hands, the 
importance of the Soviets began to dwindle. Only after the 
July days and after the failure of Kornilov’s counter- 
revolutionary campaign, when the masses began to move, 
and when the collapse of the counter-revolutionary 
bourgeois coalition government became acute, did the 


Soviets begin to flourish again, and soon acquired a decisive 
importance in the country. 

4. The history of the German and the Austrian revolutions 
shows the same. When the popular masses revolted, when 
the revolutionary wave rose so high that it washed away the 
strongholds of the monarchies of the Hohenzollerns and the 
Hapsburgs, in Germany and in Austria the Soviets of 
Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies were formed with all the 
power of a force of nature. At first the real force was on their 
side, and the Soviets were well on the way to become the 
de facto power. But as soon as, owing to a whole series of 
historical conditions, the power began to pass to the 
bourgeoisie and the counter-revolutionary Social Democrats, 
the Soviets began to decline and dwindled away to nothing. 
During the days of the unsuccessful counter-revolutionary 
revolt of Kapp-Luttwitz in Germany, the Soviets again 
resumed their activity, but when the struggle ended in the 
victory of the bourgeoisie and the social-traitors, the 
Soviets, which had just begun to revive, once more died 
away. 

5. The above facts prove that for the formation of Soviets 
certain definite premises are required. To organize Soviets of 
Workers’ Deputies, and transform them into Soviets of 
Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies, the following conditions are 
necessary. 

(a) A great revolutionary impulse among the widest circles 
of workmen and workwomen, the soldiers and workers in 
general; 

(b) An acute political and economic crisis, attaining such a 
degree that the power begins to slip out of the hands of the 
government; 

(c) When, in the ranks of considerable masses of workers, 
and first of all in the ranks of the Communist Party, a serious 
decision to begin a systematic and regular struggle for the 
power has become ripe. 


6. In the absence of these conditions, the Communists 
may and should systematically and insistently propagate 
the idea of Soviets, popularize it among the masses, 
demonstrate to the widest circles of the population that the 
Soviets are the only efficient form of government during the 
transition to complete communism. But to proceed to the 
direct organization of Soviets in the absence of the above 
three conditions is impossible. 

7. The attempt of the social traitors in Germany to 
introduce the Soviets into the general bourgeois-democratic 
constitutional system, is treason to the workers’ cause and 
deception of the workers. Real Soviets are possible only as a 
form of state organization, replacing bourgeois democracy, 
breaking it up and replacing it by the dictatorship of the 
proletariat. 

8. The propaganda of the Right leaders of the 
Independents (Hilferding, Kautsky and others), intended to 
prove the compatibility of the “Soviet system” with the 
bourgeois Constituent Assembly, is either a complete 
misunderstanding of the laws of development of a 
proletarian revolution, or a conscious deception of the 
working class. The Soviets are the dictatorship of the 
proletariat. The Constituent Assembly is the dictatorship of 
the bourgeoisie. To unite and reconcile the dictatorship of 
the working class with that of the bourgeoisie is impossible. 

9. The propaganda of some representatives of the Left 
Independents in Germany presenting the workers with a 
ready-made formal plan of a “Soviet system,” having no 
relation whatever to the concrete process of civil war is a 
doctrinaire pastime which diverts the workers from their 
essential tasks in the real struggle for power. 

10. The attempts of separate Communist groups in 
France, Italy, America and England to form Soviets not 
embracing the larger working masses, and_ unable, 
therefore, to enter into a direct struggle for power, are only 
prejudicial to the actual preparation of a Soviet revolution. 


Such artificial hot-house “Soviets” soon become 
transformed, at best, into small associations for propaganda 
of the Soviet idea, and in the worst case such miserable 
“Soviets” are capable only of compromising the Soviet idea 
in the eyes of the popular masses. 

11. At the present time there exists a special situation in 
Austria, where the working class has succeeded in 
preserving its Soviets, which unite large masses of workers. 
Here the situation resembles the period between February 
and October 1917, in Russia. The Soviets in Austria 
represent a considerable political force, and appear to be 
the embryo of a new power. 

It must be understood that in such a situation the 
Communists ought to participate in these Soviets, help them 
penetrate into all phases of the social, economic and 
political life of the country; they should create Communist 
factions within these Soviets, and by all means aid their 
development. 

12. Soviets without a revolution are impossible. Soviets 
without a proletarian revolution inevitably become a parody 
of Soviets. 

The authentic Soviets of the masses are the historically- 
elaborated forms of the dictatorship of the proletariat. All 
Sincere and serious partisans of Soviet power should deal 
cautiously with the idea of Soviets, and while indefatigably 
propagating it among the masses, should proceed to the 
direct realization of such Soviets only under the conditions 
mentioned above. 


Texts sourced from Marxist Internet Archive. Translated by 
Bob Archer (MIA). 
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1 Kapp putsch—The reference is to the military-monarchist coup d’état, the so 
called Kapp putsch organised by the German reactionary militarists. It was 
headed by the monarchist landowner Kapp and Generals Ludendorff, Seeckt and 
Luttwitz. The conspirators prepared the coup with the connivance of the Social- 
Democratic government. On March 13, 1920, the mutinous generals moved 
troops against Berlin and, meeting with no resistance from the government, 
proclaimed a military dictatorship. The German workers replied with a general 
strike. Under pressure from then proletariat, the Kapp government was 
overthrown on March 17, and the Social-Democrats again took power.—note 
from LCW Vol. 31, p. 551-52. 


